
 

Valuing people as an asset 

Having a flexible approach to their management structure is helping the Southland Demonstration Farm 

keep staff happy and staff turnover to a minimum. 

The 295 ha, 750 cow property near Invercargill has four full time staff. Under manager Barry Bethune are 

a 2IC and two assistant herd managers, supplemented by a calf rearer and spring help.   

Although staff turnover is low, their 2IC left in December to climb the career ladder, leaving Barry and farm 

supervisor Sharn Roskam with a difficult choice – which assistant herd manager should be promoted to 

2IC? 

“We had two guys, one who’d been here slightly longer than the other and we didn’t feel that we could 

choose one over the other so we actually changed the role to where they both step up to herd managers,” 

says Barry. 

“So we did away with the 2IC role. It was actually more about making a role that fitted the two guys 

because we didn’t want to lose either of them as they’re both good workers.” 

Sharn says the slight rejigging of the hierarchy should demonstrate how they value staff. “It’s just about – 

you lose one good guy (the 2IC) and you’ve got two left; is it worth potentially losing another one just 

because one of them is thinking, ‘we were even and now we’re not, so I’m going to go somewhere else’.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Barry Bethune and Sharn Roskam 

 

Roles:   Farm Manager and Farm Supervisor 

Barry is a full time employee of the Southland Demonstration Farm whilst 
Sharn provides advice and support to the project. 

Location:  Southland 

Farm Information 

Farm size:   260 ha + 35 ha cropping + 35 ha winter feed support   

Herd numbers & breeds: 754 Friesian with a few crossbreds 

Feed system:   Grass and silage with palm kernel and barley in shed.  
Winter crop of brassicas & fodder beet 

Dairy shed:   80 bail rotary with ACR’s and protrack 

Staff Information 

Full time:   3 employees plus Barry 

Part time:   2 employee – calf rearer plus spring help 

 



 

Fees are paid for AgITO courses, the condition being that if they fail or leave the farm before the end of 

the season, the fees have to be repaid. 

“It’s not cheap – it could take them a couple of months to save that money,” says Sharn.  “It’s easier for 

us as a farm to pay and get them in and get them going because we reap the rewards of their learning, 

than it is to wait for them to save up.  

“There is motivation to do the courses but a lot of these guys send money home to family.  It’s a win-win 

really.” 

There’s also on-farm training, partly through Demonstration Farm sponsors, including DairyNZ, and also 

from Barry who has more than 20 years experience to call on. 

“That comes back to performance reviews because each time you’ll go through milking management, 

pasture management and so on and you’ll ask, ‘Are there any parts in this area that you would like some 

training in?’,” Sharn says.   

“For example, Sherwyn said, ‘I’d really love to know more about fertiliser’.  So when Barry was doing his 

plan for nitrogen, he took him alongside and showed him - why is he picking that paddock, how much is 

 

What can I do? 

Here are some things you 

can do if you want to recruit, 

develop and keep good 

staff: 

When there are staff 

changes, ask yourself if 

this is an opportunity to 

rethink roles. A more 

flexible approach could 

be a great solution for 

the staff and for the 

farm. 

Create a roster that 

gives your staff good 

work/life balance and 

that aims to keep 

working hours to less 

than 50 per week. 

Paying for staff training 

does cost but you’ll get 

your money back and 

more in the form of more 

skilled, motivated and 

loyal staff. 

 

With the two staff kept level pegging, and a farm assistant brought in 

under them, a potential staff dynamics problem was solved.  

While Barry handles all the day-to-day management of the 

demonstration farm, he and Sharn work together on recruiting.  They 

recognise the value of finding good people. 

“We do it properly, we advertise, we reference check and we telephone 

screen etc.  Most of it’s out of the HR Toolkit, we haven’t recreated 

anything; we’ve begged, borrowed and stolen and made it fit us,” says 

Sharn.   

“We have the employee duty forms and all that sort of stuff that we try 

to tick the boxes on, a health and safety checklist to go through when 

they start and an induction plan.  But to be honest, we’ve been really 

lucky with our turnover.  We’ve got all the stuff but we haven’t really 

had to use it.” 

The staff are contracted to work 49 hours a week.  Barry tries to give 

them as much time off as possible and make sure they’re finished for 

the day by 6pm.  “At the moment (late summer), normally the guys 

would only be cupping cows once a day – if you’re cupping, you cup 

the whole lot (750 cows) – but otherwise you’re getting cows in, moving 

the irrigator or putting up fences so you’re out and about.  The guys 

like that,” says Barry.  

“During the week, one day is a sleep-in; on the weekends they only do 

milkings and anything that‘s absolutely necessary, so that cuts down 

hours.  And if guys have doctors appointments or anything like that, 

they just have the time off even though they might be away for an hour 

or two, they’re still paid for a full day’s work.” 



 

he putting on?  That was an easy fix.” 

Barry adds, “We want our guys to progress up the ladder.  It’s all about up-skilling.” 

As a result, all the staff can handle pretty much all the jobs on the farm. “They can all cup the cows, they can 

all put the wash through, they can all shift the irrigator, they can all put up fences, they can all fix water leaks 

and they all do that. If someone’s away, and with the roster there’s nearly always someone away, the other 

guys can step in.” 

Staff have their own areas of specialty though, for example one handles most of the lame cows and another 

keeps an eye on motorbike maintenance. A semi-formal staff meeting is held fortnightly, where health and 

safety issues, and any other issues are addressed as a team. 

“When all the guys are on I try to have a meeting to cover health and safety stuff, just to ask if there’s any 

issues on the farm that are health and safety issues - like the digger’s been and he’s left a hole down in a 

paddock or someone slipped on a step – something that could be a hazard,” Barry says.   

“It might be stuff that’s annoying me like they’re not picking up bale wrap or whatever so we just cover that 

off.  Then I say have you guys got any issues – if there’s something bugging you let’s get it out in the open.” 

 

The staff perspective 

Dexhter Mag-Abo came to New Zealand from the Philippines five years ago and has recently been 

made co-herd manager on the Southland Demonstration Farm where he’s worked for two seasons. 

“This is my third farm and it’s the best farm so far I think, yeah.  You can learn so many things, I think 

that’s the most important thing for us because farming everyday is learning,” Mag-Abo says.  

“I found that this farm is ahead in that sense because on other farms there are some areas that they 

don’t want you to touch on because, I don’t know, they don’t trust us or whatever.” 

Mag-Abo says he appreciates the opportunities available at the demonstration farm. “Not all farms are 

perfect but I’m quite happy here – the boss is good. That’s the most important thing and the training as 

well, that’s what makes sense.” 

If he’s to progress in the industry, Mag-Abo says, he has to develop his farming knowledge and skills. 

“It’s so hard to find that opportunity so here they make sure that if you want to leave this farm you 

should be in a good position, at least you know something.”   

Mag-Abo says he came to New Zealand because he believed it was the best place in the world to 

progress in the dairy industry.  “I think New Zealand is the perfect place to go.” 

But he’s not sure of his career path.  “Just to be a manager maybe.  It’s so hard to say, especially these 

days.  Competition’s so tight especially for us migrants.  We have to get first our residency and in order 

to get that it’s not easy. I’m still working on it, it’s quite expensive so you need to have a bit of money.” 

 


